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Old Persian 


Old Persian is one of the two directly attested Old Iranian languages (the other being 
Avestan) and it is the ancestor of Middle Persian (the language of Sasanian Empire). 
Like other Old Iranian languages, this language was known to its native speakers as 
Iranian language. ^ Old Persian appears primarily in the inscriptions, clay tablets and 
seals of the Achaemenid era (c. 600 BCE to 300 BCE). Examples of Old Persian have 
been found in what is now Iran, Romania (Gherla)^ 3 ^ 4 ^ 5 ! Armenia, Bahrain, Iraq , 
Turkey and Egypt / 6 -^ with the most important attestation by far being the contents of 
the Behistun Inscription (dated to 525 BCE). Recent research (2007) into the vast 
Persepolis Fortification Archive at the Oriental Institute at the University of Chicago 
have unearthed Old Persian tablets, which suggest Old Persian was a written language 
in use for practical recording and not only for royal display.^ 
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Origin and overview 


As a written language, Old Persian is attested in royal Achaemenid inscriptions. It is an Iranian language and as such a 
member of the Indo-Iranian branch of the Indo-European language family. The oldest known text written in Old Persian is 
from the Behistun Inscriptions.^ Old Persian is one of the oldest Indo-European languages which are attested in original 
texts. 

The oldest date of use of Old Persian as a spoken language is not precisely known. According to certain historical assumptions 
about the early history and origin of ancient Persians in Southwestern Iran (where Achaemenids hailed from), Old Persian was 
originally spoken by a tribe called Parsuwash, who arrived in the Iranian Plateau early in the 1st millennium BCE and finally 
migrated down into the area of present-day Fars province. Their language, Old Persian, became the official language of the 
Achaemenid kings. Assyrian records, which in fact appear to provide the earliest evidence for ancient Iranian (Persian and 
Median) presence on the Iranian Plateau, give a good chronology but only an approximate geographical indication of what 
seem to be ancient Persians. In these records of the 9th century BCE, Parsuwash (along with Matai, presumably Medians) are 
first mentioned in the area of Lake Urmia in the records of Shalmaneser IIlJ 11 ' The exact identity of the Parsuwash is not 
known for certain, but from a linguistic viewpoint the word matches Old Persian parsa itself coming directly from the older 
word *parcwa.^ n ^ Also, as Old Persian contains many words from another extinct Iranian language, Median, according to P. 
O. Skjaervo it is probable that Old Persian had already been spoken before the formation of the Achaemenid Empire and was 
spoken during most of the first half of the first millennium BCE.f 10 ^ Xenophon, a Greek general serving in some of the Persian 




































expeditions, describes many aspects of Armenian village life and hospitality in around 401 BCE, which is when Old Persian 
was still spoken and extensively used. He relates that the Armenian people spoke a language that to his ear sounded like the 
language of the Persians.! 12 ! 


Classification 


Old Persian belongs to the Iranian language family which is a branch of the Indo-Iranian language family, itself within the 
large family of Indo-European languages. The common ancestors of Indo-Iranians came from Central Asia sometime in the 
first half of the 2nd millennium BCE. The extinct and unattested Median language is another Old Iranian language related to 
Old Persian (for example, both are classified as Western Iranian languages and many Median names appeared in Old Persian 
texts)! 15 The group of Old Iranian languages was presumably a large group; however knowledge of it is restricted mainly to 
Old Persian, Avestan and Median. The former are the only languages in that group which have left written original texts while 
Median is known mostly from loanwords in Old PersianJ l4 ! 

Language evolution 


By the 4th century BCE, the late Achaemenid period, the inscriptions of Artaxerxes II and Artaxerxes III differ enough from 
the language of Darius' inscriptions to be called a "pre-Middle Persian," or "post-Old Persian."! 1 5 ! Old Persian subsequently 
evolved into Middle Persian, which is in turn the ancestor of New Persian. Professor Gilbert Lazard, a famous Iranologist and 
the author of the book Persian Grammar states;! 16 ! 


The language known as New Persian, which usually is called at this period (early Islamic times) by the name of 
Parsi-Dari, can be classified linguistically as a continuation of Middle Persian, the official religious and literary 
language of Sassanian Iran, itself a continuation of Old Persian, the language of the Achaemenids. Unlike the 
other languages and dialects, ancient and modern, of the Iranian group such as Avestan, Parthian, Soghdian, 
Kurdish, Pashto, etc., Old, Middle and New Persian represent one and the same language at three states of its 
history. It had its origin in Fars and is differentiated by dialectical features, still easily recognizable from the 
dialect prevailing in north-western and eastern Iran. 


Middle Persian, also sometimes called Pahlavi, is a direct continuation of Old Persian and was used as the written official 
language of the country.! 118 1 Comparison of the evolution at each stage of the language shows great simplification in 
grammar and syntax. However, New Persian is a direct descendant of Middle and Old Persian.! 19 ! 


Substrates 


Old Persian "presumably"! 15 ! | las a Median language substrate. The Median element is readily identifiable because it did not 
share in the developments that were peculiar to Old Persian. Median forms "are found only in personal or geographical names 
[...] and some are typically from religious vocabulary and so could in principle also be influenced by Avestan." "Sometimes, 
both Median and Old Persian forms are found, which gave Old Persian a somewhat confusing and inconsistent look: 'horse,' 
for instance, is [attested in Old Persian as] both asa (OPers.) and aspa (Med.)."! 15 ! 

Script 


Old Persian texts were written from left to right in the syllabic Old Persian 
cuneiform script and had 36 phonetic characters and 8 logograms. The usage of 
logograms is not obligatory.! 20 ! y| ie script was surprisingly! 21 ! not a re sult of 
evolution of the script used in the nearby civilisation of Mesopotamia.! 22 ! Despire 
the fact that Old Persian was written in cuneiform script, the script was not a 
direct continuation of Mesopotamian tradition and in fact, according to Schmitt, 
was a "deliberate creation of the sixth century BCE".! 22 ! 


The origin of the Old Persian cuneiform script and the identification of the date 
and process of introduction are a matter of discussion among Iranian scholars with 
no general agreement having been reached. The factors making the consensus 
difficult are, among others, the difficult passage DB (IV lines 88-92) from Darius 
the Great who speaks of a new "form of writing" being made by himself which is said to be "in Aryan": 
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Close-up of the Behistun inscription 


























King Darius says: By the grace of Ahuramazda this is the inscription 
which I have made. Besides, it was in Aryan ("ariya") script, and it 
was composed on clay tablets and on parchment. Besides, a 
sculptured figure of myself I made. 

— Behistun Inscription (IV lines 88-92)^3] 

Also, the analysis of certain Old Persian inscriptions are "supposed or claimed" to 
predate Darius the Great. Although it is true that the oldest attested Old Persian 
inscriptions are from Behistun monument from Darius, the creation of this "new 
type of writing" seems, according to Schmitt, "to have begun already under Cyrus 
the Great". [91 

The script shows a few changes in the shape of characters during the period it was used. This can be seen as a standardization 
of the heights of wedges, which in the beginning (i.e. in DB) took only half the height of a line J 24 ^ 

Phonology 
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An Old Persian inscription in Persepolis 
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The following phonemes are expressed in the Old Persian script: 

Vowels 

■ Long: /a://i://u:/ 

■ Short: /a/ /i/ lul 

Consonants 



Labial 

Dental/ 

Alveolar 

Palatal 

Velar 

Glottal 

Nasal 

m 

n 




Plosive 

P b 

t d 


k g 


Fricative 

f 

0 


X 

h 

Affricate 


ts 

tj d3 



Sibilant 


s z 

I 



Rhotic 


r 




Approximant 


i 

j 

w 



Notes: Lycian KEIIPPPT N P Kizzaprnna ~ IESPPPT N h Zisaprnna for (genuine) Old Persian *Cigafarna (besides the 
Median form *CiQrafarnah) = Tissaphernes suggests /ts/ as the pronunciation of g (compare [2] (https://web.archive.org/web/ 
20121117015833/http://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/cirafarnah-elamite-zi-ut-ra-bar-na-assyrian-si-dir-pa-ar-na-ni-gk) and 

Kloekhorst 2008, p. 125 in [3] (https://www.academia.edu/345130/Studies_in_Lycian_and_Carian_phonology_and_morpholo 
gy) for this example, who, however, mistakenly writes Qigafarna, which contradicts the etymology [Pllr. *Citra-swarnas -] 
and the Middle Persian form Cehrfar [g gives Middle Persian s]). 

The phoneme /l/ does not occur in native Iranian vocabulary, only in borrowings from Akkadian (a new l\l develops in Middle 
Persian from Old Persian /rd/ and the change of /r0/ to /hi/). The phoneme /r/ can also form a syllable peak; both the way 
Persian names with syllabic /r/ (such as Brdiya) are rendered in Elamite and its further development in Middle Persian suggest 
that before the syllabic /r/, an epenthetic vowel [i] had developed already in the Old Persian period, which later became [u] 
after labials. For example, Old Persian V a -r a -k a -a-n a /vrkalna/ is rendered in Elamite as Mirkanu -J 25 l rendering 
transcriptions such as V(a)rakana, Varkana or even Vurkana questionable and making Vrkana or Virkana much more realistic 
(and equally for vrka- "wolf", Brdiya and other Old Persian words and names with syllabic /r/). 

While v usually became /v/ in Middle Persian, it became /b/ word-initially, except before [u] (including the epenthetic vowel 
mentioned above), where it became /g/. This suggests that it was really pronounced as [w]. 


Grammar 


























Nouns 


Old Persian stems: 

■ a-stems (-a, -am, -a) 

■ i-stems (-is, iy) 

■ u- (and au-) stems (-us, -uv) 

■ consonantal stems (n, r, h) 



-a 

-am 

-a 


Singular 

Dual 

Plural 

Singular 

Dual 

Plural 

Singular 

Dual 

Plural 

Nominative 

-a 


-a, -aha 







Vocative 

-a 

-a 


-am 

-a 

-a 

-a 

-a 

-a 

Accusative 

-am 


-a 




-am 



Instrumental/ 

Ablative 

-a 

-aibiya 

-aibis 

-a 

-aibiya 

-aibis 


-abiya 

-abis 

Dative 

-ahya, -ahya 



-ahya, -ahya 



-aya 



Genitive 

-aya 

-anam 

-aya 

-anam 


-aya 

-anam 

Locative 

1 - 1 

-aiy 

-aisuva 

-aiy 

-aisuva 


-asuva 



-is 

-iy 

-us 

-uv 


Singular 

Dual 

Plural 

Singular 

Dual 

Plural 

Singular 

Dual 

Plural 

Singular 

Dual 

Plural 

Nominative 

-is 


-iya 




-US 






Vocative 

-i 

-iy 

-iy 

-in 

-In 

-u 

-UV 


-UV 

-un 

-un 

Accusative 

-im 


-is 




-urn 


-un 




Instrumental/ 

Ablative 

-aus 

-Tbiya 

-Ibis 

-aus 

-Tbiya 

-Ibis 

-auv 

-ubiya 

-ubis 

-auv 

-ubiya 

-ubis 

Dative 

-ais 



-ais 



-aus 



-aus 



Genitive 


-In am 


-In am 


-unam 


-unam 

Locative 

-auv 

-Tya 

-isuva 

-auv 

-Tya 

-isuva 

-ava 

-uva 

usuva 

-ava 

-uva 

usuva 


Adjectives are declinable in similar way. 

Verbs 

Voices 

Active, Middle (them. pres, -aiy-, -ataiy-), Passive (-ya-). 

Mostly the forms of first and third persons are attested. The only preserved Dual form is ajTvatam 'both lived'. 


Present, Active 




Athematic 

Thematic 



'be' 

'bring' 

Sg. 

l.pers. 

a h miy 

baramiy 

3.pers. 

astiy 

baratiy 

PI. 

l.pers. 

a h mahiy 

baramahiy 

3.pers. 

hatiy 

baratiy 




Imperfect, Active 



Athematic 

Thematic 

'do, make 1 

'be, become' 

Sg. 

l.pers. 

akunavam 

abavam 

3.pers. 

akunaus 

abava 

PI. 

l.pers. 

akuma 

abavama 

3.pers. 

akunava 

abava 


Present 

participle 


Active 

Middle 

-nt- 

-amna- 


Past 

participle 

-ta- 

Infinitive 

-tanaiy 


Lexicon 







Proto-lndo-lranian 

Old Persian 

Middle Persian 

Modern Persian 

meaning 

*Hasura Mazd h aH 

Ahura Mazda 

Ohrmazd 

Ormazd avyjl 

Ahura Mazda 

*Hacwas 

aspa 

asp 

asb w^-H/asp ^*'1 

horse 

*kaHmas 

kama (ft m -Itl) 

kam 

kam fid 

desire 

*daywas 

daiva (ft jT -IE) 

dew 

div 

devil 

*Jrayas 

drayah (it Ef K-) 

dray a 

darya iy) 

sea 

*f h astas 

dasta (it !Mt!) 

dast 03? 

dast 

hand 

*b h agas 

baji 

baj 

baj vl/^l 

toll 

*b h raHta 

bratar (sf El m 'll! m) 

bradar 

baradar 

brother 

*b h uHmis 

bumi (<«) 

bum L>2 j 

bum 

region, land 

*martyas 

martya («ffl El -W Tf K-) 

mard 

mard y 

man 

*maHas 

maha (-W m <t<) 

mah jl22j 

mah at 

moon, month 

*wasr 

vahara 

wahar 

baharylx 

spring 

*st h uHnaH 

stuna (IE TTF <ff E< m) 

stun 

sotun 

stand (column) 

*cyaHtas 

siyata (3< TfK- m -111) 

sad 

sad )ii> 

happy 

*Hrtas 

arta 

ard 

ord jj\ 

order, truth 

*d h rawg h as 

druj (tt El <fl <1H 

drugh 

dorugh fjij) 

lie 

*cwaHd h aH 

spada 

spah Jbuqx> 

sepah eif 1 

army 


See also 


■ Category:Old Persian language 
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